[Virus, provirus and cancer].
Our purpose here is to retrace the history of the concept of prophage, to show how it expands into that of the episome and provirus. Its prehistory is that of lysogeny. We stress the relations between heredity and infection, the discovery of a non infectioius phase of the phage. André Lwoff is responsible for the concept of prophage. We then examine the research, discoveries and interpretations of François Jacob, Elie Wollman, William Hayes and Joshua Lederberg.